This bold announcement warns us against looking for too much meaning in White's individual influences, since they tell us little about something more important-his overall context. And Giffin construes White's context broadly, as what occurred in philosophy and aesthetics after Kant, in contrast with what occurred before Kant. If such generalisations are unfortunate, they are necessary, for in them we find the rationale for White's romanticism, which ultimately provided the rationale for his rejection of realism and naturalism in favour of abstraction and modernism. These two movements, romanticism and modernism, cast their long shadows over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, for better and for worse. Acknowledging this is both deceptively simple and frustratingly complex.
White's novels are a persistent commentary on Nietzsche's proclamation of God's death. As White knew the proclamation was not about God's existence, but about classical views of God, it presented him with the impossible task of using language to describe what language cannot describe. This has always been one of the more misunderstood aspects of his literary vision. Because the announcement is often interpreted in antithetical ways-atheistic, theistic, secular, religious, humanistic, fatalistic-Giffin believes critics will gain a better understanding of what White was trying to achieve by comparing him with his post-war contemporaries from England, Scotland and Canada, Iris Murdoch, William Golding, Muriel Spark and Robertson Davies, who he treats in the Appendix to the book. After the war, in part because of the war, these authors all commented on the consequences of God's death. Along with White, they worked with a shared pattern of tropes (widely-used literary devices) to explore the light and dark aspects of Western consciousness. Where did the pattern come from? This question is complex, as the pattern came from many sources. Patrick White and God attempts to describe that pattern.
Each White critic holds his or her favourite piece of the post-Kantian "elephant"-the most popular choices being Presocratic, Anti-Platonic, Marxist, Nietzschean, Heideggerian, Freudian, Jungian, Spenglerian or Deleuzean, and so forth-but there are others-and the entire elephant remains elusive. Before we can name and see more of the elephant's pieces-if not the entire beast-it is worth noticing how Giffin came to develop his complex argument. First of all, he was introduced to White in the 1980s, in a once-typical English major, not as an Australian author but as part of a more expansive literary tradition:
The British and Commonwealth novel "from the romantics to the present". The boundaries of this major-which take for granted that the romantics were an influential turning point-have influenced the way I interpret him and the other authors discussed in this book. The tutor who marked most of my undergraduate essays made similar comments on each essay, regardless of whether the essay topic was Jane Austen, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, or any other 19th and 20th century novelist taught in the major: "This novel," she always wrote in the margin, "explores the tension between the neoclassical and romantic imaginaries." This persistent reinforcement, which borders on monomania, may explain my obsession with situating modern and postmodern literatures in relation to neoclassical and romantic literatures.
Giffin's obsession with exploring continuities and discontinuities across these literary genres-and with making links between literature, philosophy and theology-has been made possible by training for the Anglican priesthood in a Roman Catholic seminary. This training included four years studying philosophy, from the Presocratics to Derrida, not a normal part of Anglican or Protestant training, but immensely useful for literary criticism. After this he wrote an MLitt thesis on White's perceptions of childhood followed by a PhD dissertation on White's religious imagination.
Giffin believes White's context operates across two spheres: first, that of the changing role of the artist since the Romantic movement began; second, that of the changing message which evolved with the changing role. In both spheres, romanticism has influenced what Margaret Atwood calls the author's double consciousness, as well as his or her terms of discourse. Understanding this phenomenon requires a general sense of several lines of scholarship-the Greek origins of reason, the philological origins of the humanities, the way authors thought and wrote at different points over different periods, and how trends in literature parallel trends in philosophy.
A central point of reference for Giffin is the West's traditional model of consciousness (at least until recently):
In Book IV of The Republic (c.380 BC), Plato tells us the mind has a tripartite structure (rational, spirited, and appetitive), analogous with different parts of the body (head, heart, and lower abdomen), analogous with different classes of society (guardians, auxiliaries, and producers). The difference between these parts becomes obvious as he describes what his ideal society looks like while referring to the "old quarrel" between philosophy and poetry. As the quarrel was already old, when Plato refers to it, it must have existed in some form within Presocratic philosophy, Sophist rhetoric, or their equivalent in ancient Greek poetry and drama. Plato believed philosophy has the highest truth-claims, because it comes from the rational mind (analogous with the head). He believed poetry has lesser truth-claims, because it comes from the spirited mind (analogous with the heart) and therefore poetry can easily be corrupted by the appetitive mind (analogous with the lower abdomen). He banned the poets from his ideal republic because their poetry comes from the mind's spirited part, not its rational part, and therefore it does not represent the highest form of truth. As he applied the same logic to rhetoricians, whether he would ban the authors mentioned in this book depends on whether he agreed or disagreed with the form and content of their stories, as rhetoric and as poetry.
These twin ideas, of the "old quarrel" between philosophy and poetry, and Plato's dogmatic yet opaque insistence on reason, are so entrenched that we tend to take them for granted. The tensions and struggles which these ideas represent pervade all of White's influences and thus shape his context.
Giffin raises the central issue of reason in an early footnote:
As Alasdair MacIntyre reminds us, in Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (1988), the terms reason and rationality have never been defined objectively. There are only subjective theories-all contested-about what they mean to particular movements or individuals. One of the fundamental problems westerners face is our tendency to presume their meaning, as universal or self-evident givens, when there is no consensus over what they mean. One person's rationality is another person's irrationality and vice versa. Yet the west still needs a consensus over what these terms mean, because they are often said to define the west. Westerners must do more than wave these terms around like a fetish-or point them like a witchdoctor's bone-at anyone they disagree with.
If Plato thought the poets told lies, do their lies tell truths, and if so what kinds of truths do their lies tell?
The relativisation of knowledge and truth has been a dominant theme in philosophy and aesthetics after Kant, as Giffin suggests:
During the neoclassical and romantic periods, philosophical and aesthetic perceptions of knowledge and truth were given form and content through theories of analogy (or analogical theories); through correspondence theories associated with Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and Aquinas; through coherence theories associated with Spinoza, Kant, and Hegel. After neoclassicism and romanticism, analogical theories of knowledge and truth became less congruent, less idealistic, and more relativistic and fragmented. For this reason, many postromantic novelists moved away from correspondence and coherence theories. Following the fashion of their period, they adapted to the new non-analogical or anti-analogical perspectivist theories associated with Nietzsche or disclosure theories associated with Heidegger. White was a creature of his period. To understand his texts in their context, it is necessary to understand this transition from correspondence-coherence theories to perspectivist-disclosure theories.
Giffin offers two examples to make his point. Apparently The Solid Mandala is essentially Austen's Sense and Sensibility with a Nietzschean makeover, and Murdoch's The Bell is essentially Eliot's Middlemarch with a Freudian makeover. The idea sounds odd until we realise how, in White's case, characters interested him more than situations. He did not think any of his books had what we call plots. Instead they are a series of encounters between characters, each of whom sees the world differently, and paradigmatically so. Picking up these differences is essential to understanding White.
Patrick White and God provides close readings of the four novels from White's middle or "religious" phase-Riders in the Chariot (1961 ), The Solid Mandala (1966 ), The Vivisector (1970 and The Eye of the Storm (1973) . These four novels investigate the logos-mythos dialectic, which is still at the heart of Western philosophy and aesthetics-and also the broader varieties of Western religious experience. This remarkably systematic investigation was absent from the earlier novels and disappeared from the later novels.
In these four novels, White gives his protagonists what hermeneutically-minded critics call "horizons", which parallel those Paul Ricoeur describes in his anthropology of Western myth and metaphor:
At the same time White was researching Riders in the Chariot, Ricoeur was making a similar methodological shift in La symbolique du mal (1960) , which would later appear in English as The Symbolism of Evil (1969) . How do we account for this intriguing postwar phenomenon? In Ricoeur's case, the answer has something to do with the ways in which he kept evolving within romantic hermeneutics, as he continued to refine his thinking and process the antinomies he saw in Kant, the impasses he saw in Heidegger, and the aporias he saw in Gadamer. For example, Ricoeur believed that Heidegger and Gadamer had "circumvented the necessary explanatory moment demanded by the linguistic structures we inhabit" … In White's case, his link with Ricoeur may be an example of multiple discovery or simultaneous invention, since Ricoeur was also influenced by Humboldt's theory of linguistic worldviews, which White would have absorbed indirectly.
Ricoeur allocated the great myths into four categories-chaos and creation, tragic hero, exiled soul, and adamic-before assigning these categories to three types of metaphor: Theogonic, Hellenic and Hebraic. While some readers will accuse Giffin of drawing a long bow, he explains how these myths and metaphors turn up in the four novels of White's religious period and he describes how White orchestrates them.
Giffin's desire to place White in dialogue with Benedict XVI will also strike some as strange and unexpected:
If there are no correct approaches to experiencing the breathtaking range of White's performances, there are baseline measures when interpreting them. I believe his critique of logos is one of those measures. As his view of logos was conditioned by romantic hermeneutics, understanding his performances means coming to terms with the assumptions, strengths, and weaknesses of romantic hermeneutics. One way of doing this is comparing his negative view of logos with Benedict XVI's positive view of logos, described in the pope's Regensburg Lecture of September 2006.
